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ITALY
Historical Background. Italy became prosperous because the
trade between the Orient and western Europe passed through its
northern cities. Prosperity, contact with the Orient, and the de-
crease of religious fervor contributed to the change in thought
known as the Renaissance, which began in Florence in 1400 and
spread to other Italian cities. During the Renaissance, Italy was
the home of the greatest sculptors, painters, and architects in the
world. Such masters as Michelangelo, Titian, Botticelli, da Vinci,
and Bramante did their incomparable work during this time.
Powerful Italian families, such as the Medici, Pitti, Borgia, and
Vendrimini, employed many architects and artists to build and
furnish their magnificent palaces. The common people of Italy,
too, appreciated art and created artistic products for their own use.
Furniture. As it is only about four hundred years since the
height of the Renaissance, we can still study the beautiful furnish-
ings of the time in museums and also in their original settings.
Renaissance furnishings were designed by artists to harmonize with
the architecture. Beautiful design and fine workmanship were re-
quired by the guilds as well as by the patrons.
The furniture of the height of the Renaissance was massive,
stately, and rectangular in contour. Classic proportions were
sought, and many architectural features such as columns, capitals,
and cornices were employed. Usually there were low stretchers
near the floor, bracing the legs, which had bracket, scroll, or paw
feet. This furniture was generally decorated with well-designed
and well-executed carving. Characteristic motifs were shields,
scrolls, masks, cupids, rosettes, and the acanthus. Carved furniture
was commonly made from walnut, but chestnut and other woods
were also used. See page 441.
The furniture in the very early Renaissance was somewhat
primitive. The chest or cassone was the principal article of furni-
ture in the early part of the period. It served many different pur-
poses—as a storage box, couch, chair, bench, or trunk when travel-
ing. Sometimes chests were beautifully decorated by great artists.
Several pieces of furniture evolved from chests. First a drawer
was inserted at the bottom of the chest next to the floor. Then
two drawers were made, and doors were substituted for the lid.

